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The rich hunting and fishing esources of the 
Coppermine area have long made it a favorite camp. 
site of the Eskimos. Traditionally the area was 
occupied by the “Copper Eskimos”, so named by 
Stefansson for their extensive use of native copper 
for implements. Today many descendants of the 
Copper Eskimos live in the settlement of Copper- 
mine, whose buildings are scattered for a half mile 
along a basalt ridge on the shore of Coronation 
Gulf, just west of the mouth of the Coppermine 
River. 


The settlement is located 67° 50’ North Lati- 
tude, 115° 05’ West Longitude, or about 1,000 
miles north of Edmonton, Alberta. Annual precipita- 
tion is quite low, amounting to about nine inches. 
However, permafrost prevents the water from 
draining, so that in summer the ground is generally 
wet and swampy. Nevertheless, the tundra is beautiful 
as it springs to life each summer with a mosaic of 
wild flowers. 


May and June are thought to be the best times 
to visit Coppermine. It is then that the settlement is 
most alive. The depression brought on by winter’s 
darkness soon lifts as the summer sun returns. 
Everyone is reluctant to sleep while the midnight 
sun is blazing along the horizon, and even a mid- 
night visitor is likely to find children using the 
airstrip as a playground. 


The traditional caribou clothing of the Copper 
Eskimos deserves special mention. Decades of 
scientific research have failed to come up with a 
form of Arctic wear that is as effective as that 
invented by the Eskimos. The warmth and light 
weight of caribou skins make them the best material 
going to meet the challenge of extremely low Arctic 
temperatures. And something might be said for the 
aesthetics of the traditional Copper Eskimo out- 
fit, too. In the 1972 Northern Games it was a 
Coppermine woman who took first place in the 
Women’s Native Dress Contest. 


The Coppermine River is over 400 miles in 
length and flows through several lakes before reach- 
ing Coronation Gulf. At its junction with the sea 
the river is about one mile wide, but very shallow 
with many sandbars. Historic “Bloody Falls” jis 
located twelve miles up river. Actually it is not a 
waterfall at all, but a set of rapids which form the 


most dangerous obstacle to navigation on the whole 
river, 
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Late in the eighteenth century, the curiosity of 
Hudson’s Bay Company men stationed at Churchill 
was aroused bv nieces of native copper brought to 
them by the Indians. They decided to send out 
expeditions to investigate the copper source. In 
1769 Samuel Hearne was sent out from Fort Prince 
of Wales with a group of Indians and followed the 
Coppermine River downstream to its mouth on Cor- 
onation Gulf. Twelve miles from the river mouth 
Hearne appropriately named the Bloody Falls, the 
spot where his Indian companions encountered a 
group of Eskimos and slaughtered them. 


Because of Hearne’s journey, Coppermine was 
one of the first Eskimo settlements ever to be con- 
tacted by whites, but subsequent contacts were very 
few and impact was little until the 1920's, when 
traders and missionaries became abundant in the 
area. The Canadian Arctic Expedition (191V3ato 
1916) recorded the traditional Copper Eskimo life- 
ways before the rapid change which was to begin 
in less than a decade. 


In 1916 a private trader and trapper set up a 
post at the present site of Coppermine, in an attempt 
to intercept the fur trade which began the same 
year at the Hudson’s Bay Company post at Bernard 
Harbour, seventy miles to the north. In 1928, an 
epidemic wiped out over half the population at 
Bernard Harbour. Survivors fled to Coppermine, 
where the Hudson’s Bay Company had opened a 
post a year earlier. 


In 1928 an Anglican mission was built at Cop- 
permine, and the settlement became permanently 
established. Up until 1928 the site had been only a 
semi-permanent Eskimo fishing and sealing camp. 
Despite its poor shelter, shallow water, and lack of 
local fresh water supply, the settlement remained 
situated at the mouth of the river because of the 
excellent quality of fish and seal resources there. 


From 1929 to 1931, a six-bed hospital operated 
at Coppermine with one doctor. In 1948 a Nursing 
Station was established, as the people of Copper- 
mine had been suffering through many epidemics. 
In 1950, a Federal Day School was established. 


The Coppermine Eskimo Co-operative was incor- 
porated in September of 1960 as an outlet for hand- 
icrafts and soapstone carvings. It was the first 
Eskimo Co-operative to be organized in the Mac- 
kenzie District. In 1971 Coppermine residents took 
a step towards formal self-government by forming a 
Council which was advisory in nature. Both the 
Council and the Co-op reflect the active interest and 
independent spirit of the Coppermine people. 
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In 1962 Coppermine gained a community bath 
house and laundry, and in 1963 a community free- 
zer was added. Federal Government administration, 
which had begun in Coppermine in 1959 was taken 
over by the Territorial Government in 1968. 


ECONOMY 


Many Coppermine residents are still active in 
hunting, fishing, and trapping. The extent of these 
activities at any one time in the settlement depends 
upon several factors--the seasonal availability of 
game, weather conditions (especially snow and ice 
conditions), and the availability of alternative wage 
work in the settlement. Game resources in the 
Coppermine area are generally good, and a visitor 
may see fish hung to dry and chunks of caribou 
meat stored on the flat roofs. Dog teams, skidoos, 
and qamutiiks (Eskimo sieds) are other signs that 
point to resource harvesting activity of Coppermine 
residents. 


Very little social assistance is needed in Copper- 
mine, as there are opportunities for wage work as 
well as the activities on the land. Local businesses 
include two stores, two air transportation com- 
panies, the Igloo Inn, a coffee shop housed in an 
old boat), and a power company. In addition, jobs 
are available with the Government, municipal ser- 
vices, and seasonal construction projects. The 
Coppermine Co-operative, which is quite active, has 
wide membership in the community and is noted 
especially for its carvings. Tourism and handicraft 
sales continue to bolster the settlement’s economy. 


TRANSPORTATION 


Coppermine has a 3,000’ by 100’ maintained 
runway, which in winter is extended to 5,000’. 
Northward Aviation has scheduled flights three 
times a week to Coppermine from Yellowknife on 
Wednesdays and Saturdays, and from Inuvik on 
Fridays. In addition N.W.T. Airways runs a “sched” 
to Coppermine from Yellowknife every Wednesday. 
The freight rate from Yellowknife is 25 cents per 
pound (22 cents for over 500 Ibs.). 


There is no road access to Coppermine. The 
settlement’s main resupply is by barges from Hay 
River. Ice is late in breaking up this far north, so 
the shipping season is usually not much longer 
than one month. 


COMMUNICATIONS 


Mail is delivered to the settleme i 

on Northward’s Wednesday and eter uke 

Canadian National Telecommunications maintains a 

Tropospheric Scatter System in Coppermine, so that 

it is possible to telephone direct to Hay River and 

all points south. R.C.M.P. and M.O.T. operate their 
own radio systems. The Northwest Territories Govern- 
ment office is equipped with telex. 


Communications within the settlement are quite 
good, too. In April of 1972 the community began 
operating a small local radio station. Radio Copper- 
mine--1390 on your dial--is run on a volunteer 
basis. Coppermine also puts out a weekly paper 
Kugluktuk News, as an Opportunities for Youth 
project (Kugluktuk is Coppermine’s Eskimo name). 


ACCOMMODATIONS 


Public accommodations are available at the 
Igloo Inn cabins. There is a total of five cozy and 
attractive cabins, each accommodating a party of 
four. The cabins are equipped with cooking facil- 
ities, and meals are also available at the Toodlik 
Coffee Shop, which is attractively set in a boat. 


MUNICIPAL SERVICES 


Water is chlorinated, then trucked to Copper- 
mine homes. Sewage and garbage services are 
under contract to the Co-op. The waste materials 
are picked up by truck and taken to a dump about 
a half mile from the settlement. 


Electricity is provided by N.C.P.C with three 
diesel units having a 600 kw capacity. Fuel storage 
tanks in the settlement have a bulk capacity of 
396,000 gallons. Coppermine has two resident 
R.C.M.Police and is served by a volunteer fire de- 
partment. 


HEALTH SERVICES 


The Coppermine Nursing Station, equipped with 
four adult beds plus infant facilities, is run by two 
nurses. The settlement is visited every two months 
by a doctor from Cambridge Bay and a dentist from 
the Yellowknife Dental Clinic. Other specialists 
visit two or three times per year. In addition to 
general clinics there are family planning, gyneco- 
logy, prenatal and well-baby clinics and a tuber- 
culosis program. The nearest hospital is the Stanton 
Yellowknife Hospital, 371 air miles from Copper- 


mine. 


EDUCATION 


The modern Kugluktuk School employs eleven 
teachers and offers classes from Kindergarten 
through grade eight. Enrollment for 1972 was 272 
pupils. 

In addition, Coppermine has an active Adult 
Education program. The Adult Education complex 
included classroom space, library, and radio station. 


STORES 


Hudson’s Bay Company - general store, fur trader. 
Coppermine Eskimo Co-op - handicraft, carvings. 


CHURCHES 


Coppermine is served by three churches; St. 
Andrew (Anglican), Our Lady of Lights (Roman 
Catholic), and a Pentecostal Church. 


RECREATION 


Coppermine’s recreation facilities include a 
large recreation hall, an outdoor skating rink, 
curling rink, swimming pool (summer only), and the 
“Fun House”, a privately owned and operated 
gaming table establishment, open every weekday 
from seven ‘til midnight. Movies are shown in the 
Recreation Hall Thursday (at 8:30) and Saturdays 
(at 7:30) and there is a Saturday matinee for the 
children. 


ODDS AND ENDS 


Coppermine’s population for 1972 was around 
650 persons. Coppermine is served by the Canadian 
Imperial Bank of Commerce “Flying Bank.” 


Liquor cannot be purchased in the settlement, 
but is available from Yellowknife. 


There is a good Coppermine Community Library 
with N.W.T. Public Library Services. 


Canoes and guides are available at Coppermine 
for trips to historic Bloody Falls. For fishing friends: 
char, grayling and whitefish are abundant with the 
best runs occurring middle to late August. There is 
good sealing a short distance from the settlement - 
licences available from the local R.C.M.Police. 
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1,304,903 square miles, being 33.9 percent 
of the area of Canada. 


Mainland area 730,266 square miles 
Freshwater area 51,465 square miles 
Offshore Islands area 523,172 square miles 


Coastline length — approximately 9,500 miles. 
Highway system — 841 miles. 
Population — 1971 - 35,526: 1966 - 28,128 


Business Volume 1970 — approximately 
$215,000,000 


Value of mineral production included above — 
$124,000,000 
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